Drug Court

Cowlioys

je Michael Trickey doesn't like to see defendants more than once

it s a rare day when a longtime heroin
addict receives a handshake from a
judge, an award, a slice of cake and a
dismissed felony charge. Welcome to
graduation day at King County Drug
Diversion Court, a program designed to
divert substance-abusing defendants in
felony drug possession cases away from
jail and toward treatment and recovery.
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“I've served years and
years in jail for drug-related
crimes—since I was 18 years
old,” says today’s recovering
heroin addict and newly
minted graduate. He is a
short, middle-aged man with
thinning black hair and a
somewhat dazed and mono-
tone voice—a direct residue
of his decades of chronic drug
use. We are seated on a bench
in a marble hallway on the sev-
enth floor of the King County
Superior Court building in
downtown Seattle. “Being in
and out of jail has been a natu-
ral part of my life for the past
27 years,” he adds, gesturing
toward the nearby courtroom.
“I was given a chance, and I
took advantage of it.”

Drug Court began hand-
ing out new chances in 1994 in
Miami, Florida. Today there
are more than 450 Drug Court
programs in the United States:
King County’s program was
the 12th such program in the
nation. A mentor site for simi-
lar programs in the United
States, King County Drug
Court has proved to be a cost-
effective yet highly unconventional way of
treating and rehabilitating drug-addicted
felony offenders.

At today’s graduation, the recovered
heroin addict is not the only person with
reason to celebrate. There is also a young
mother who started the Drug Court pro-
gram addicted to heroin, pregnant with
her second child, and a middle-aged phar-

King County’s
controversial Drug
Diversion Court
sentences addicts to
rehab, not hard time
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macist who entered the program addicted
to self-prescribed painkillers. “I feel like a ‘
different person,” he says. “I spent so I
much time in chronic pain, and taking |
pills. Now my life is under control.”

Self-control. Recovery. Rehabilitation. .
These words are part of self-help vocabu-
lary. But Drug Court is much more than
self-help. Sure, there are pats on the back
and praise. But there are also jail sanctions,
an almost weekly diary of court appear-
ances, appointments with counselors, drug
testing, and drug and alcohol recovery
meetings. Drug Court is many -things: an
exercise in tough love; a rather revolu-
tionary, though sometimes criticized, arse-
nal in the so-called “war on drugs™; a truly
different approach to law enforcement.

REHAB VS. JAIL TIME

n a Friday afternoon last fall, I sat
O down with King County Superior

Court Judge Michael J. Trickey in
his chambers on the seventh floor of the
King County Courthouse. An older man
with broad shoulders and salt-and-pepper
hair, Judge Trickey has presided over Drug
Court for nearly a year. “Drug Court is an
unorthodox court by design,” Judge
Trickey explains. As we sit in his chambers,
city workers jackhammer a downtown cor-
ner below—symbolic of the reconstruction
that Drug Court is performing within the
criminal justice system in King County.
“We need to have a fundamental shift, in
my mind, in how we treat people with
addictions, while protecting the public
with this new approach.”

Drug Court is not for everyone.
Individuals must be eligible for the pro-
gram in order to opt in. A Drug Court
candidate must be charged in King






